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Sea Scout Prisoner of War 
Charles M. Fuss , .Jr. 
PREFACE 
The Sea Scouts, one of the senior branches 
of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA), was a 
popular organization with youn g men, es-
pecially during 
World War II 
when most fel-
lows wanted to 
be in uniform. 
The Navy-style 
uniform of the 
Sea Scouts was 
a big plus in 
recruiting fif-
teen year-olds 
for this seago-
ing segment of 
the BSA. The 
Charles M. Fuss , Jr. organization 
was a national 
endeavor, organized under BSA regions and 
councils into Sea Scout "ships ," (equivalent 
to Boy Scout troops .) Local ships were di-
rected and coordinated by a commodore 
and commanded by adult skippers and 
mates. Activities included instruction in 
nautical topics such as sea history, water 
safety, boat handling, knots and splicing, 
anchoring, piloting, navigating, signaling, 
rules of the road and many other maritime 
subjects. Local governments, civic organi-
zations, the military and inte rested citizens 
usually donated boats and small craft, as 
well as equipment and shore facilities. It all 
made a grand and lasting impression on 
young men. 
T ampa Sea Scoutin g in the 1940s was particularly special. Com-modore Paul R. Young, a realtor by profession, was a dynamic leader. 
The local ships were combined into a 
"fleet" and a Sea Scout base was established 
at Ballast Point. The resulting unit was des-
ignated the SSS (Sea Scout Ship) Gaspari/-
la. The City of Tampa donated about 300 
feet of Ballast Point Park on Tampa Bay, 
next to the Tampa Yacht Club , for the base. 
The Tampa Optimist Club sponsored the 
venture with fund-raisers. A semi-retired 
building contractor helped the boys build a 
forty by forty-foot concrete block building 
for meetings, ceremonies, training, and 
overnight stays. Unaware of their later va l-
ue, the boys broke geodes (hollow stones 
with cavities lined with inward growing 
crystals) that littered the beach; these were 
used for the foundation of the building. The 
Coast Guard donated two lifeboats from the 
torpedoed merchantman Exeter along with 
an old lighthouse tender from Egmont Key 
that the Sea Scouts called the "tugboat." 
The U.S. Navy contributed an almost new 
twenty-six foot rowing whaleboat that was 
later equipped with a small engin e. A 
yachtsman who planned to sa il for the 
South Seas was stranded in Tampa by the 
war. Ile provided his 50-foot ketch the Blue 
Dawn for use as a training vessel. With 
Army permission, memorable cruises were 
made to the Mullet Key (now Ft. DeSoto 
Park) bombing range. These resources and 
the experiences the Sea Scouts had at the 
time marked all of us for life. 
My own adventure began in the summer 
of 1945 when Richard Spencer showed up 
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Sea Scouts aboard the ketch Blue Dawn in Tampa Bay, April of 1944. 
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Building the Sea Scouts base a t Ba ll ast Point, ea rl y 1945. Charl es Fuss center with shovel, fac ing 
ca mera . Charles Morga n - future yacht des igne r - in white tee shirt at left. 
at the Ta mpa Yacht Club with a q ueer-look-
ing sa ilboa t. Ile sa id it was a Zephyr. I was 
fifteen, ra ted Able (ra nks were Apprentice, 
Ordina ry, Able a nd Quarterm aster), and 
held the offi ce of 13os'n/C rew Leade r in the 
loca l Sea Scouts. Fo r a yea r or so, Spencer 
and I had knocked around with small boa ts 
in Old Ta mpa Bay. lie was right proud of 
his 20-foo t , plywood , sloop-rigged ( two 
sa il s; ji b and mainsa il ) rac ing boa t, a new 
type fo r these pa rts. She had a ve ry narrow 
width and a hefty sa il a rea , a nd looked 
downright da ngerous. lle 'd flipped the boa t 
in the yacht bas in just trying to install the 
mast. Us Sea Scouts immediate ly dubbed 
Spencer's new rig a "suicide c lass boa t. " 
During Wo rld Wa r II , whe n some of our 
local yachtsmen went off to the va rious 
a rmed services, th ey left the ir boa ts with 
the Sea Scouts fo r the dura tion, a few of 
them fo reve r. One gem was a n a new 15 1h 
foot Snipe with gold Egyptia n ca nvas sa il s. 
The members of the SSS Gasparilla shi p's 
company competed fo r "Snipe time" by 
pass ing rigorous safety and sa iling tes ts and 
accumulating hours of boa t, building and 
grounds maintena nce tha t conve rted to ap-
proved sa iling hours. 13y the summ e r of '45, 
I was Sni pe qualified and had an abundance 
of work hours unde r my belt. 
Richa rd Spencer was a se rious young 
man from a re la tive ly affluent family. Girls 
thought he was handsome. I-l e wasn't a 
member of our c rew bu t he was polite and 
fri endly and not the least snobbish, like 
some of the yacht club kids . Spencer didn 't 
have a regula r sa iling pa rtner a nd the 
suicide boat was not the grea test fo r single-
ha nded sa iling. We h ad wa tched him 
tacking (sa iling back and fo rth towa rds the 
wind) in the yacht bas in . It was noted tha t 
he "luffed-up" (steered in to the wind , ca us-
ing the sa il s to fl ap) a lot when the wind 
gusted. However, he never ca me to us fo r a 
c rew of live ba llast (weight to make the boa t 
stable). We figured he was just a lone r. 
One summe r clay, I had scheduled a sa il-
ing trip on the Snipe, to instruc t two of the 
younger kids in my crew. We happened to 
meet Spe ncer in the bas in where the Snipe 
and Spencer's boa t were both moored. I le 
was rigging his sa ils, ready to get underway. 
I told him we planned to head direc tly east 
across Hillsborough Bay to the unpopula ted 
mangrove-fringed shore, and asked if he'd 
like to go a long, a lthough [ suspected his 
boa t was a good bit fas te r than ours. I le 
thought it was a fine idea and admitted tha t 
he was a li ttle unsure of sa iling alone in the 
new boat. We got unde rway about noon , un- 23 
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Ba llast Point Sea Scout bu ilding, close to completion , in Summer of 1945. 
der a blue sky, with a nice southerly breeze. 
Away we went on a sta rboard tack (wind 
over the right side of the boat.) Our Snipe 
kept up with the Zephyr because Spencer 
had to spill a lot of wind. An ominous black-
ness to the southeast fai led to dampen our 
spirits. Squalls came up most summer af-
ternoons and I was confident we could run 
home downwind, ahead of whatever the 
old weatherman dealt. We passed the ship 
channel and got as close as possible to the 
wild east bank. Our two boats worked south 
along the shore down to the mouth of the 
Alafia River. Later, we anchored fair ly close 
to shore and ate our meager lunches. An 
osprey hunted for fish over the shallows. It 
was a fine way to spend a lazy summer af-
ternoon. We were in the lee of some pretty 
thick mangroves, so our view of the south-
east horizon was blocked. That was a big 
mistake. 
A clap of thunder interrupted our peace-
ful interlude. We quickly hauled in the an-
chors and got clear of the shore. The heav-
ens were boiling and rolling toward us like a 
line of the black steam engines that hauled 
phosphate gondolas to Port Tampa. Spen-
cer decided that he would run northwest, in 
front of the wind, for Ballast Point and the 
yacht club. I told him I didn't think he'd get 
there in time to avoid the worst of the 
storm. He thanked us for keeping him com-
pany and said he was sure he could run 
safely before the wind if he didn't use the 
big jib. I wished him luck and we headed 
west for Catfish Point on the MacDi ll Army 
Air Corps Base. I planned to keep the wind 
on our port quarter with less chance of a 
violent jibe (wind that comes across the 
stern, causing the woode n boom holding 
down the bottom of the mainsail to swing 
violently across the deck.) Then , we might 
let the heavy part of the squall pass astern 
of us. We could have stayed on the hook 
(anchored), but the lightning was fi e rce and 
my young crew was frightened. We knew 
that our geographic area was the "lightning 
capital of the world. " I felt the burden of re-
sponsibility and cursed myself for not keep-
ing a bette r weather watch. 
We did not escape the storm's march 
and we re soon hard pressed to keep the 
Snipe upright. We turned into the wind and 
doused the mainsail. She rode pretty well 
downwind with the jib but the short, steep 
waves kept breaking over our square stern. 
The narrow cockpit kept most of the water 
out, but we were soon very wet and chi lled. 
The rain came down in sheets, and in no 
time visibility was nil. We had no compass, 
so we kept the wind on ou r left quarter and 
hoped we could make the limited lee of Cat-
fish Point. It didn't quite work out that way. 
Sudden ly, out of the gloom a fa irway (mid-
channel) buoy appeared that was part of the 
channel leading to MacDill Field. The wind 
was slacking, but we decided to anchor un-
til visibility improved. 
As the squall passed , we saw that we 
were due east of the Army pier. Spencer was 
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nowhere in sight. Ilis whi te sa il should have 
been clearly visible to the north with the 
disappearing black squall as a backdrop, but 
we didn't see him. I asked my shive ring 
crew, huddled in their Navy kapok life jack-
ets, to keep scanning the horizon to the 
north . We hoped to sight Spencer's boat. 
By now I was seriously conce rned about 
Richard Spencer. We got the hook up and 
sa iled west fo r the Army pie r, where there 
was a duty crash boa t . Until recently the lo-
cal saying was "one-a-day in Tampa Bay,'' 
because of the frequent crashes of Army 
planes from the tra ining squadrons. The 
always-readied Army boa t was the closest 
and best chance fo r help. We anchored 
aga in about 30 ya rds off the pier and took 
down the sails . I told the c rew to stand fa st. 
Over the side I went, wea ring my Navy life 
jacket , and swam right into the embrace of 
the U.S. Army. 
A soldier helped me onto a floa t moored 
to the pie r. I asked fo r the crash boat duty 
offi cer and was directed to a young first 
lieutenant in a small office on the pier. Ile 
was very friendly. I explained how worried 
I was about Spencer, and gave a description 
of his boa t. At the encl of the pier, the lieu-
tenant scanned the north and eas t horizon 
with binoculars. No Spencer! The duty of-
ficer sa id , "Let's go have a look." I followed 
him aboa rd the crash boat and listened with 
great interest as he gave orders fo r getting 
underway. This was as close as I would get 
to my dream of serving on a PT boat. The 
grea t engines came to li fe and we idled away 
from the pier. 
The officer opened the th ro ttle and we 
ca me up smoothly onto the step. (The boat 
levels off with less res istance to the water. ) 
The big craft seemed to fl y. The wind made 
my eyes water. We got to the ship channel 
in about fi ve minutes and slowed to idle 
speed. The lieutenant sa id there was shal-
low water east of the channel and he didn't 
intend to put his expensive craft on the hill 
(run it aground. ) Ile reached for his binoc-
ulars aga in and sca nned the mangrove coast 
to the eas t. Nothing ' I was getting obsessed 
about finding Spencer, but ashamed of m y 
motiva tions. It wasn't just that he might 
have drowned, but mos tly that the offi cer 
might think I had cried wolf. Could Spencer 
have made it a lone, I wondered, through 
that mini -hurrica ne a ll the way to the yacht 
club? 
The crash boa t skipper was about to call 
The Zephyr , Richard Spencer's "suicide class 
boa t." 
it a clay. He scanned the ship channel once 
more to the north and south . Suddenly, he 
froze and pointed south . " Is that the boat?" 
he asked, handing me the glasses . There 
was the suicide boat , tied to one of the grea t 
piling clusters that lined part of the ship 
channel. What a relief! We roared over to 
The Snipe, "scraped and painted from top to 
bottom." 
25 
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The MacDill Crash Boat, ready to rescue clowned pilots-in-training: "One a clay in Tampa Bay. " 
Spencer's mooring. How he'd managed to 
get a line around those pilings and stay put 
through the ravages of the storm was be-
yond me . I-le had a swollen finger that la ter 
proved to be broken , but he was generally 
in good shape. He was glad to see us but, as 
usual for him, he didn't show much emo-
tion . We towed him to a point off the yacht 
club . He assured us that he could coast 
home on the late afternoon breeze. Spen-
cer solemnly thanked the Army lieutenant 
and gave me a wistful smile. 
In about thirty minutes, we were back a t 
the MacDill pier. I waved to my bedraggled 
crew as we motored by the Snipe. After the 
crash boat was secured, I thanked the offi-
cer for his kindness. He headed up the pier 
to a parking lot and disappeared. Appar-
ently his shift was finished. By then , I was 
fairly dry and I dreaded going for another 
swim to rejoin my crew. I went down on 
The Coast Guard Picket Boat. 
the float and re tied my lifejacket straps. 
Just as I was about to leap into the water, a 
gravelly voice shouted , "Whe re do you 
think you're going?" 
I looked into the red face of a short mus-
cular man who was not happy. The rough-
hewn fellow was a warra nt offi cer who had 
relieved the young lieute nant. Ile barked 
his next order: "Come up here now! " In a 
few seconds, I stood before this paragon of 
military discipline who had razor-sha rp 
creases in his suntans . He said aga in , 
"Wher e do you think you're going?" I 
found myse lf standing a t attention and 
stammered , "Out to that sa ilboat, sir. It's 
my responsibility." In response, the officer 
informed me that I had trespassed on an 
Army reservation in time of war and that he 
was holding me until he could confer with 
higher authority. The angry man o rde red 
me to sit in an open shed on the dock until 
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Ta mpa 1::>ea Scouts presen t a program on WFLA Rad io in 1943. Left to righ t: Cha rles Brannon , 
Cha rl es Men rique , Ja mes Wingo, 1 lenry Nev ins , Roy Robi nson , and Commodo re Pa ul Young. (A ll 
phows courtesy of the author.) 
he could decide what to do with me. I s ta rt-
ed to a rgue my case and men tion the pro-
longed d iscom fo rt of my crew, but the old 
a ir soldie r's icy sta re made me hold my 
peace. This guy was no wartime volun tee r. 
Ile was a regula r. I was a prisone r of the 
U.S. Arm y. 
About an hour passed . J could see th e 
duty offi cer th rough a window in the clock 
offi ce. I le spoke on the phone and frowned. 
In due course, he ca me out and confronted 
me in the shed. "We have decided to turn 
you over to the U.S. Coast Guard ," he 
growled. "They should be he re shortly. I 
hope you've lea rned a lesson ." T just nod-
ded , but I rea ll y wan ted to re mind him tha t 
l had come to his turf fo r one reason: to 
seek help in rescuing a fri end. 
My ja ilo r did not say how the Coas t 
Gua rd was coming. I half expected to see a 
gray paddy wagon pull up in the parking lot. 
Eventua ll y, I noti ced the Mac Dill fe rry, th a t 
made regular runs from downtown Tampa, 
corning up the Army channel. Behind the 
fe rry was a li ttle low-slung 38-foo t Coast 
Guard picke t boa t, with its minia ture pilot-
house in the bow. The Coast Guard ensign 
was fl apping in the breeze. They tied up at 
the Army pier. 1\vo ve ry young coastguarcls-
rnen came with the boat: a coxswa in and a 
motor machinist mate. The coxswain went 
into the offi ce and I could see him signing 
some kind of pape r. Ile ca me out with the 
warrant officer who told me in no unce rta in 
terms, "Go with this man ." 
The coxswain didn 't say anything until 
we were in the open cockpit of the picke t 
boat. Then he smiled and sa id , "You seem 
to have caused some trouble fo r the Arm y. 
Where do you want to go?" I told him I 
needed to get the Snipe and head fo r the 
Tampa Yacht Club . I-Te sa id tha t he and the 27 
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motormac had just come off Atlantic con-
voy duty. They didn 't know much about 
Tampa Bay and had fo llowed the fe rry to 
find MacDill. After we collected the Snipe 
and brought my thoroughly dejected crew 
on board , the petty office r invited me to 
take the wheel and head for home. In no 
time, we were a t the yacht bas in. We we re 
ve ry gra teful to our saviors . It was almost 
dark when the coas ties plotted a course to 
their s ta tion in the Marjorie Park yacht 
bas in . 
Who would eve r believe that a young, 
skinny kid trying to rescue a fri end los t 
at sea would be taken as a threa t to our 
national security? But it was true, and so 
ends the tale of Charlie Fuss, Sea Scout 
Bos/n/Crew Leader and U.S. Army Air Corps 
prisone r of war. 
AFTERWORD 
The Ballast Point Sea Scout Program was 
d isbanded in 1949. Karl Rossa , who had 
come up through the ranks to Quartermas-
ter and Mate, was the las t adult leader. 
With wa r's encl , uniforms and Navy-style 
training and discipline we re n o longer in 
vogue with teenagers. The world was c ha ng-
ing. Part of the base property was absorbed 
by the yacht club and the re mainde r was re-
turned to the city. The bui lding we had used 
for our base was eventually de molished . 
Most of the Ballast Point c rew went on to 
serve - in wa r o r peace - in the Me rchant 
Marine, the Navy and the Coas t Gua rd , 
where the ir ea rly nautical training was a 
grea t advantage. Some did not re turn from 
the sea . 
The Ballast Point Sea Scout vetera ns 
held a reunion in 2000 at the home of Jac k 
and Shirley Burkley in Gulf Hammock. ''' In 
2003 the group of about thirty me t aga in 
aboa rd the SS American Victory Ma rine rs 
Memoria l and Museum ship, next to the 
Flo rida Aquari um a t Channels ide in Tampa. 
(A number of the Sea Scout ve ts volunteer 
aboard the ship.) 
'' Le land I !awes , "Nautica l Me mories, His to ry & He ri -
tage ," (" 13ayli fe" sec tion ) Tampa Tribune , Octobe r 29, 
2000. 
"South Florida's Pioneer Pap er House" 
PAPER, PAPER BAGS AND TWINE, WOODENWARE, 
GALVANIZED WARE AND PAPER SPECIALTIES 
Founded 1911 
"Four generations of family ownership - three presently active" 
5101 East Hanna, Tampa 
(813) 621-3091 •FAX (813) 623-1380 
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